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This meticulously researched study by Roger Sedarat offers the first book-length 
analysis of Persian influence in Emerson’s writings. Sedarat examines what he describes 
throughout as Emerson’s “appropriative” practice in his translations of classical Sufi 
masters such as Hafez and Sa’di, questioning his radical claim to originality by showing 
how this originality it is contingent on the ideas, quotations, and identities of others (2). 
In doing so, Sedarat demonstrates admirable familiarity with scholarship on Emerson and 
Persian poetry, and begins by outlining the correspondences between Emerson’s 
Platonism and the Sufism informing the Persian poets he both translates and imitates. 
Although Emerson’s Platonic and Neoplatonic affinity with Asian sources has been 
addressed by Frederic Carpenter, Arthur Versluis, and Robert Richardson, Sedarat’s 
command of several languages, familiarity with Persian originals as well as Joseph von 
Hammer-Purgstall’s intermediary German renderings, and knowledge of the history and 
central teachings of Sufism, add to the range, value, and complexity of his work. Citing 
Lawrence Buell and Wai Chee Dimock, who emphasized the centrality of Persian poetry 
as an influence on Emerson, Sedarat also builds on more recent examinations of 
Emerson’s engagement with Islamic texts and concepts by Jeffrey Einboden, Medhi 
Aminrazavi, Susan Dunstan, and others. 
Sedarat’s analytical framework incorporates well-known theories of influence, 
hybridity, and translation to clarify the process of appropriation that is central to 
Emerson’s practice of translation. He adapts Harold Bloom’s reading of Emerson in The 
Anxiety of Influence (1973), arguing that Emerson positions his verse against what Bloom 
would call “parent-poems” by Hafez and Sa’di, in order to “generalize away the 
uniqueness of each work” (Sedarat 13; Bloom 15). Although the U.S. did not literally 
colonize the cultures engaged by Emerson in this study, Homi Bhabha’s post-colonial 
concept of a “third space of enunciation” is invoked to highlight how Emerson attempts 
to render the foreign invisible in a “synthesis of different traditions that transform into 
something new” (qtd. in Sedarat 16). Finally, Willis Barnstone’s The Poetics of 
Translation (1993), responding to Bloom, explains how Emerson must “reckon” (Sedarat 
13) with Sa’di as an original source author: “[T]here is an anxiety-ridden conflict 
between originality and translation in which the paternal source of a translation must be 
killed or at least concealed in order to grant the translated child the dignity of originality. 
. . The source should be buried. If the burial is complete, with nothing showing, then the 
shadow of translation is forgotten” (qtd. in Sedarat 73). 
Sedarat consistently supports his main thesis through a series of illuminating close 
readings. For example, his detailed analysis of “Saadi,” “Self-Reliance,” “Uriel,” and 
“Experience,” which considers how Emerson, Sa’di, and Hafez variously confront their 
spiritual reckonings with fate, vividly illustrates how “accommodating his Persian 
influence allows Emerson to better reconcile the dichotomy of fate versus freedom” 
(Sedarat 99). Elsewhere, tracking rhetorical strategies in Emerson’s reflections on 
language and literary appropriation—from the “Language” section of Nature, “The Poet,” 
and “Quotation and Originality,” to “Persian Poetry,” and the Notebook Orientalist—
Sedarat discovers what he identifies as Emerson’s “emerging theory of translation” (5).  
The metaphor of the telescope in “Persian Poetry,” with its “space-penetrating power” 
(Sedarat 119), obviates temporal distance and linguistic difference, enabling Emerson to 
supersede history and subvert equivalence of meaning in the source and target text.  
A key consequence of Sedarat’s line of reasoning is that he revisits the question of 
Emerson’s influence on Ernest Fenollosa’s The Chinese Written Character as a Medium 
for Poetry (1919), altered and edited by Ezra Pound. Calling attention to the fact that 
Emerson preceded Pound as an appropriative American translator, Sedarat persuasively 
argues that Emerson should be regarded as a harbinger of high modernist poetics. To 
support this claim, it would have been helpful to hear more about scholarly appraisals of 
von Hammer-Purgstall’s German rendering of Hafez, which formed the basis for 
Emerson’s appropriative translations, just as Haun Saussy has reassessed Fenollosa’s 
knowledge and translations of Chinese poetry in a recent critical edition of his work. 
Exposing the limits of Emerson’s imagined equivalence, Sedarat questions the 
ethics of Emerson’s appropriative practice and frequently describes it as “brazen” and 
“egregious.” But as the depth and extent of his knowledge of Emerson’s writings 
repeatedly demonstrate, this is by no means a reductive, politically correct polemic. As 
Sedarat contends, Emerson often “gets relatively close to source texts . . . [and] . . . 
despite his illiteracy in the source languages, he gets much right about the original 
poetry” (124). Indeed, in his final chapter Sedarat presents Emerson’s approach as a 
guide for two creatively adept twentieth-century poet-translators: Dick Davis, an 
esteemed, British-born Persian scholar, and Agha Shahid Ali, a Kashmiri-American poet 
from a Shia’ family, who re-introduced the Persian form of the ghazal to American 
readers. Thanks, in part, to Emerson’s example, they achieve “greater stylistic and tonal 
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